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Abstract

l‘ \ . . .
Factors that were perceived by ‘teachers as inflaential in:

’

deciding to refer a student were ¥dentified in this research.

.

Public schooJ teachers' perceptions of 1nst1tut1ona1 constraints

?
and external pressures “to referral were so11c1ted; an ana]ys1s

4
PS

" of their responses4is presented. Organizatiomed factdrs, such

as "district brocedures"'or an individual's~ perceptions of the

-

professional Eﬁmpetence of referral recipients, ahd avai]abilit&

of services were examples cited as institutional constraints.

.

Outside agencdy influence, socio-political climate, federh]‘or
stat?,requ1rements and concerns of'parents were cited as exter-

nal pressures that may be 1nf1uent1a1 in referra] decisipons.

13 -

Probabilities asspciated with placement 'of a referréd student

were presented. The implications of these findings are discussed

with regard to teacher concerns dand p?ofessiona] practice.,
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& ., Institutional Constraints and External Pressures o .

Influencing Referral. Decisjons *
[y , L . . . o

.

Teachers and edutat1ona1 support personnel regularly collect as-'

. sessment 1nformat1on through°the use of c1assroom or é%andard1zed tests,

A}

- formg] or 1nforma1 observation, and structured ‘or unstructured interviews.

That ‘information is used to make a°variet} of school-related decisions.

- -

Recently, considi;:pde attention ‘has been focused on depisjons,that

, are made during ti

o & ¢

v A%

special 'education placement team and individualized
v . - “‘a

educational program IIEPZ planning team meetings mandated as part of the

Protéction in Evaluation Procedures provisions of Public Law $4-142. *

[N

Yet, little research has focused on‘the decision that initiates the »
- . ‘ * -

team decision-making.process; that is,\the decision by a teacher or

par%pt\to refer a studint for psychoeducational evaluation has not been

studied‘extensive1y The referra1 decisTon may ke the most important
dekision that 1s madeo~chear1y, it sets 1nto mot1on a; process that re-

sults in a var1etyaof other decisions be1ng made. *..
) [
Dec1s1oh mak1ng ‘relative to eﬁ1g1b111ty, classification, and place-

_ment has been 1nvest1gated For examp]e A]gozz1ne and. Y//e1dyke (1981)

demonstrated that 1nd1v1dua1 dec1s1on makers dec1are normai students

e11g1b1e for serv1ces 51% of the time. Shepard and Sm1th (1981) found

-~ -

that mdre than 45% of those students enroT%ed in.Colorado’ s classes for

~ L
the 1earn1ng d1sab1ed d1d not mget-state. criteria for p1acement

'*-’ra s ,
d1fferenceshpetween students -placed in LD

-3

Xsseldyke ATgpzz1ne Sh1nn, and McGue (ini:ress) found no psychometris
P . . A

asses.. and Tow achievers

e <’ . +

+ who had never been referred gr placed. In a nat1ona} 5urvey of spec1a1
N :

v’ » ".' s 1

-

.
.2
o
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education directors (PgPEBd;VTHuélow, Ysseldyke, & Mirkin, in press)

. " . / ‘ , »

regarding -the manner in which decisions are made about learning

. disa?]ed‘childﬁen, the major problems faced by directors in implement-
. 1 . . ’,-

ing'the decision-making pnécess involved time and scheduling. Other e

'frequently mentioned-concerns 1nc1uded lack of funds and staff to
implement the’ process, the extensive amount of paperwork 1nvo]ved
impediments to parental involvement in the process, and the need for

~ t *a ’

~ training. ° In discussing research on team decision making conducted
.at the institute; Ysseldyke and A]gozzine (1982) indicatedi *
. L4

-4 ‘ﬁ The videatape studies of each.placement team's decisfon- ®
\ making process provided especially enlightening informa-
) \ tion. , It was ygry difficult to find meetings that could
. be ca]]ed placement decisionsmaking sessions. Many team
. meetings were he]d, but most can be described as meetings
to get ready for the meeting. Often, placement decisions
were made at the same meetings at which many other kinds
of decisions were made. We repeatedly had difficulty
attempting to specify decisions that wére actually made
at meetings because in most instances it was apparent
that the decisions were made before the actual meetings
~ took place. We also had difficulty getting individuals
to assume respons1b1]1ty for the decisions that were made .
When we asked people after the meetings, "Who actually.
ade the decision, " nearly all claimed that someone else
ad been respons1b]e for it, and that they, peérsonally, . .
had 1ittle power in the process. We learned to refer LI
to, this finding as the "Little Red Hen" phenomenon.
(When we asked who made decisions, we consistently were

' to]d "Not I'") "(pp. 147-148) L

The “state-of the art" in e]1g1b111ty/c1ass1f1cat1on/1dent1f1cat1on

. N \ s

decision making is proyotative; significant issues have been addressed
. 4 - . . .

relative to this critical area of Esseésmgdt (cf. Ys¥eldyke & Aigozzine,

¢

-
v

+ 1979, 1982). ‘Problems related to these assessment issues are heing
.solved in the nation's courts’ the entire. assessment p?ac;fce is -
. ' I . » N - '
being viewed with a critical eye. ) ?

L4
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Assessmient decisions related to diagnosis (i.e., classification,

placement) certainly are important; however, it is the referral decision =

)

that triggers diagndbstic activities. And,'whi1e most educators recog-

nize the importance of the referral decision, there are few studies

dealing with referral. From time to- time, investigators (e.g., Hyde,

-

15}5;_€1cho1son, 1967; Rice, 19637« Robbins, Mercer,'& Meyers, 1967 ;
| Yssel;gke, 1968) haQe dogumented the kinds of academic and behavior prob-
“1émstcited by teachers as reasons for referring students for psychggfu—
cational év§1uation;_but carqfu]hexamination of the institutional con-
straints and external pressures that influence referral,is virtua]fy\
éb;éht.
The decision éo refer a~student for ﬁsychoeducafjona] assessment
"_~ is made on the basis bf ;Ectors conside;edvimportant to the indiQi&ua]
making tbe referral. Shavelson and Borko (1979) ana]yz;d factors that
inf]uencéd teachers' instructional decisions. Thgy'reported that stu-
dent chara?teristics (on trajts) and teacher characferisiicé interact
with each other and wjth other factors (e.q., material resources, schoo]
politics, preésure froﬁ either the coﬁmunity or the school administration)

to influence teaéﬁ%rs' instructional decisions. The same factors have

¢ 3 4.

\ relevance for referral decisions and an’adaptaiioﬁ.éf the Shavelson
nd Borko model E@n Be used to'conceptﬁa]ize decisions to refer students:
S\ich a model {s illustrated in.Figure 1. The decision ‘to refer a stu-
dent for psychoeducational evaluation and éossﬁb]e spécia] education
serwices is'seen as the function of-an interaction between estimates of

the T\ikelihood of "success" in the regular eéducation program, institu-

* tional\constraints, and external pressures. Teachers' estimates of the

+

Y




to referral would be valuable.

td

likelihood of "success" are viewed as\ a function of the ways in which

' the teacher evaluates student performance, an evaluatign derived from

student characteristics, individual differences in teachers, and educa-
tional goals. l

This study was designed to document specifically those institutional.
and ‘external factors that are perceived to influence referra] og students
for psychoeducat1ona1 evaluation and potent1a1 spec1a1 education serv1ces
Information of this nature was viewed as useful for purposes of planning
élternative strategieslfor dga]iﬁg with the grqwing nupbers of chi]dren\
being 1denti%ied as "handicapped."' Knowledge of the factors that may
influence refe;ral}nay provide a basis ‘for Bringing control ‘over referral
and thereb& have an effect on the numbers of studenfs éva]uated. Simi-
larly, knawledge of factors 1nf1uenc1ng referral may be usefu] to
administrative decision making in another way; that is, if a school dis-
trict wants to increase the ﬁumbers,g¥ studept§ referred (and likely |

evaluated), knowledge of the internal constraints and external presswres

- -Method

-

Subjécts ? o o

Subjects were 47 regular education and five special education

N - -

teachers from Minnesota and_F]or{da. Sixty percent of ths téacheré
were e]gméntary school based. The regular classroom teachers did not

have special education training.

Y
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» Information about thé referral process was collected from the

teachers . Duriaa the 1980-81 school year, the a&srage number of stu-"

dents referred'was 3.9 .with a range of O to 20 students. Regarding the

-

appropriate time to make a referral, 38.8% of the teachers indicated

when the student was not(fun‘tioning, 12.2% indicated when the student

was not functioning over a period of time; 14.3% indicated°time when

-

the student was not functioning despite teacher's modifications, and ¢

34.7% indicated time within the first trimester of the'choo1 year. *

‘Nhen dsked to describe ﬂne r'eferral\procedure in their district, the .

respdhaents frequéhtly mentioned a contact person (76.3%). The referral

procedures were unknown to 23.7% of the teachers. Three procedures

were identified by the other teachers: (a) referral to céntqct person’to
testing to Eeam meetind (34.3%), (b) réferral.to contact person to a
meeting in which the next steb would be de€ided (21.0%), and'(c) refer-

’ ’ ' v A . .
ral to contact’ person to observation to testing to team meeting (21.0%).
Materials - ‘ )

~

. A Eurvey\(see Appendix A) was deve]opéd to collect the fo]]owihg
kinds of information: (a) general 1nformat1on regard1ng referra], such
as descriptions of the ge;erra1 procedure, tﬁg number of students refer-
red, and the appropr1ate time to refer a studeht (b) Jdent1f1cat1on

pf barriers to referral, (b) identification of ¥actors that fac111tate

. referral, and (d) th* teachers' perception of the probabilitigs that

rl ‘. - ‘/‘
referred students would be placed in special education services.

/—\
Procedure

Teachers were.asked to complete the six-questioh open-ended survey.

&

Three questions were.considered of primary importance\in addressing the

°
1

El

<



6 ‘ ‘ :
purpose of the study. ﬂThese questions reTated to barriers to referra}l,

*facders that faci]itateé refermal, and teaehersﬂ perceptions of the
probability tha;‘refgfred students would be é;aced in-Speeja] eddbatioe
services:“ Data obta{ned from the surveys were¢tab01ated and aﬁa]yzedi.
institutione} constraines aﬁd external pressures reported gy the teechers
weri categorized using a\lwo-step process: (19 Five cetegories of

- .

S

‘ . 1nst1tut1ona1 constra1nts and three of externa] pressures wgre identified
through an 1n1t1a1 perusal of the responses, and "then (2) two evaluators

{ classified each response’ into one of the categories. - .

Results C «

*.

Subjects' responses to the three duegtions were grouped into five

>

e 'cetegories of factars that-acted a§~institutiona].constraints, four

. ’

categorkes of externa] pressures, and four categories indicating the

11ke11hood that a referred student wou]d be placed. N . -

t

thh regard to the first two questions, ‘teachers responded with ﬁény

) . .
more institutienal constraints than external pressures. Of the 164

responses to ‘the questions, 80.4% were institutibnal constraints while

-

. I 3 ;
only 9.8% were external pressures ganother 9.8% indicated no institutional

%,

.constraints or external pressures). The specific nature of the responses

. to the first two questions, as well as data from the probability question,
v '. .

are detailed below.

- Institutional Constraints " -

A

Eleven of the 48 respondehts stated that there were no institutional

\

. constraints or barriers to referral in their districts. The*other re-

sponses were grouped into the five catego¥ies; ovérwhelmingly, respondents

reported that organizational factors, availability of services, and




L ] ‘
. _ A 7
! ‘ . . .
"hassle" were influential to referral decisions.

-

0rgan+zationa1 factors. The most often c1ted 1nst1tut1ona1 factors ..

had to do with either the rules, .procedures, and gu1de11nes a district

-

- -

has for making decisions about the delivery of-special education services,
- ‘ t - .

.. or the way in which the referral process was organized. Among the organ-

3

. izational factors cited was the person whoqreceives the referral. Forty-

v four perEent of the respondents said that Ctheir perceptioﬁs of the com-

v

“petence of (E?\proféss1ona1 rece1v1ng the referra] served as, either a-

< U . ”

fao111tator or inhibitor' 1n referral. These same persons a]so often 1n-
. s -
- dmcated that thé extent to which the referraT recipient, encourages or
: ~discourages referral has:cons1derab1e influence on their decisions to -

N refer .students. . ' . . -

. * . LY
Tdéntychree§percen; of the respondents said that -the length of time

- betweqh referral and)act1on on the referral” was a m&jor 1nst1tut1ona1 con-

Z(/\ stra1nt Other organ1zat1ona1‘factor;\\dept1f1ed 1nc1uged confus1on

' ,over ever—chang1Qg(ﬁUTdeL1nes, the extént to wh1ch the schoor staff re-
ceived adequatg‘inservice training regardipg behaviors indicative of a
o v ' ' . )
need for referral, the kind of referral form used, and "caps" (or cei]ings)(‘

a - ’

on the numﬁers of students who could rece1ve specific kinds of serv1ces ‘

. 4
Avaﬂ1ab111ty‘of services. Forty percent of the respondents sa1d
-

that a shortage of servites or..absence of services served as a barrier

-

to referr1ng students for evaluation. Converse]y, we m1ght conclude d

that ari abundance of serv1ces would serve as_ a strong 1mpetus for re- . \_'
.. . °
ferral. ot .
RS A Y & . ) -t
."Hassle." Forty percent of the respondents 11sted factors that - ’

can be described as the amount of “hass]e" involved in referring stu-

: .
dents. Among factors c1ted were paperwork, meet1ng‘{1me, and the t1me-

. .
i

- I A a »

¥
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" special educators'

'referra] rate. ) Vo

8 > LI
) - - 4

it took o schedu]e and ho]d parent conferences pcﬁor to referra]

Severa] respondents rep&rted a -general d1ssat1sfact1on with the team

meeting process, 1nd1cat1ng not on]y that meet1ngs took t1me but also

that when they were involved the1r opinion was not asked.

teachers said that they often do not refer students becguse they are

<
- '

not invited to attend meetinds about those students.

*

Teacher variables.

Thirty-eight percent of the teachers listed

one or more teacher variables as institutional constraints. Most_often

~ 1 ) -

in this eategony teachers stated that their own skepticism about payoff )
for the process inhibited referra]. Other teacher variab]ee said to
influence rate of‘referra1~(though never mentioned by more than three
respondents) 1nciuded a'teacher's belief ;;?tem, his/her knowledge of
individual differences, the teacher's. willingness to modify the curric-

ulum, the teacher's toleranc€, and ‘class size.

Attitudinal factors.

Twenty-seven percent of the respondents listed

attitudindl factors as influencing rate of referral. Most often in this

category, teachers said that referral was influenced by regular and
- e

perceptﬁon% of one another, and their 1nteipersona1

1

—b‘i&
Communication among regu&iﬁ and spec1a1 educators
r- S

professional attitudes.

and general "attitudes .toward spec\a1 educatqothwere seén. as 1nf1uenc1ng

v

External Pressures oo ; : Y

Four. categories of egterna] pressures were identified as influencing-
4 il .

decisions to refer students for eva1uation and hossib1e special education

services. Outside agency ‘influence, federa] or state requ1rements, and

concerns of parents were cited as externa] pressures that may be influ-
ent1a1 in teachers'

dec1s1ons to.refer students, Interest1ng1y, 70%

13

Severa] N
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., ’ 9

of the: 'respondents said there. were no &xtermal ﬁréssures.
) ). & . ‘ ,
Exterqal agency influence. The most often cited external pressure

\ .
was an agency influence. When external agencies (such as Health and
. : . oo~ .o
Rehabilitation Services)-were involved in#orking with students, refer-

“ral was ;influenced. Respondents cited inconsistencies among external
, o~ .

I A% 4

agencies as a major factor impacting referral. In addition,.respondents

[}

cited advocacy groups, most specifically local ACL?/gbaptérs, as’ influ-

ential to referral rates.

. ‘Socio-po]ifiéa] climate. Respondents stated that the educational
attitude of the community affecteq thg'd;%ision to réfer a student.
Special education funding was the mosgh?rgéuent1y cited factor that re- °

.f1ected the attitude of the community. ‘

<

Federal and §tateiguidé1ing§; Respondents listed confusion about

7
federal and state'guidﬁﬁines as contributing to confusion in referral

* decisions. Litigazfon, or the threat gf litigation, and the way in
which the school p rcéived requlations about Title I were a]io cited as

influencing referral /decisions. P

. .

Parental prgssure. A fourth external factor was pressure on the

’ Iy R "
N part of parents/ fdr/services. Respondents never mentioned parental
. { " I

pressure against zfgiVery,of services.

Rcobabi]itieshof

4

-4

lacement

When asked the probability that a referred student will be placed,

«

57.5% of th teachérs indicated statements or percentages reflecting

very high 6robabi1ities (27.5% responded very high or .very likely; 30%
! ‘o,
indicated a percentage greater thap 80). Fifteen percent of the teachers

" indicated a’50-50 chance and 12.5% of the teachers stated "don't know."

h

¢ ’ /
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Fifteen percent of the teachers used qualifiers such as, "If the student
. :E\ ‘ L}
. is in regular education, the probabi]ityﬁi?cvery high; however, if the '
* du o

Ce . ; . T Ay
student is currently in special educat1%? needing increased service,
the probability is very slim." The remaining qualifiers were indicative

of institutional constraints that involved the availability of services *

(e.g., according to disability) and ﬁéhgﬂgr variables (e.g., knowledge

- N
. of team aboqt\d19ab111ty).' C S \ Y
- ) * ——
- Discuss.ion ;
, 4 ¥ . .
Institutional constraints and external pressures for decisions to *
refer school students were identified in this research. Organizational '
factors, such as "district procedures" and competence of professional __ . .

N A
personnel, availability of serviceg, "hass]e," and intérpersonal factors

(e.g., teachers' attitudei; to]erancés, and knowledge) were perceived ;
as institutional factors influential to referral decisiéns. The fo]]owing'
external pressures £9 referral were identified: external agenty iqf]uence,
federa]iand state requireménts, ana concerns of pare&fs forlspecial
education services. ‘ L \\v

Robbins, Mercér, and 'Meyers (1967) studied referral rates and
patéerns in\the Rivers{de, California §chbol district; their work is
related to our f#hdings. They observed considerable v;riability in e
refer?a] rate among schools, and attributed this variability to indi-
vidué] differences in brincipa]s (i.e., an in}titutionalAconstraint).

°

. |
They reported that some principals encguraged referral, whereas others
o .
used referral only as a last resort. Anqther institutional constraint
observed by Robbins et al.was an interaction of schol size with
availability of.school psychologist time. Referral- rates were highest
... 15 " IR b




, in 1a£g§ schools, but only when tnete was qusiderab1e school psycho]of
gist time a]]ocatéd to thdse schools. )

’Robbins et al. (1967) reported that differences in referral. rates
among schob]é were due more to intra-system factors Dhan to suéh extra-y
system factors as race, affluence of a neighborhooa, orleducational
1eVé1 of parents. They‘cited one piece of evidence showing,how‘externa1
% fgetors influence rate of referral. They observed that re%erra] rafes_

. 1qcreaséd s{gniﬁicant1y in gnades'K-g after the California Department
of fd@cation developed reimbursements fo} education of gifted students.
Qua]itﬁtive comments fraom ihé participants’ in th{s study depict
the complexity of Shavelson and Borko's decision-making model and bring  *
into questiof the current organization of the assessment process--a
\process that appears to operéte largely from referra]—to-p]écement.

12 Pl

%§§. - Consistently, high probabilifies were mentioned for the referral .to
A :p1aéement sequence; that‘is;'ieachers believe éhere is a high p?bbab?]-
.o " jty that students r;ferredbwiﬁ1 be placed. QOne teacher wrote, "There
is a 90-100% chance of a student being placed once he is tested. But
somé kids make it and.we never guéssqd they would." Another teacher
questioned the effect of testing, asking "How many gtudents would qualify
if they could all be tested in the same way taose who are referred are?"
we are -not suggesting th?t referfa]s should be reduced; however,'we
_are sugqﬁ%ting that students must not be put on a "one way street"” frém’
referral to évg]uéiion to p]acemené. One teacher commented, "I'm Aot
sure students seally benefit ¥rom the distinctions of being different

(e.g., labels). Many gtudenté would do equally as well or better in a -

smaller class where they can receive more individual attention, from a

L

-t

‘regular' classroom teacher."s
5 ' .

ERIC o ~ 18




fh1s comment a]so suggests the importance of reorganizing the proc-
‘ess from referra] to pJacement to a process from referral to 1nterventlon:
- prior to psydhomepr1§reva1uat1on and placement. If intervention within
‘the c]assroSh through immediate consultation with the classroom teacher"
occurred, instfuct%dnad planning could improve for all students. The

,.fo110ning conments néf1ect this need: "Fhe waiting period betwéen refer-
ral and testing is very exceséive. There are times when the chi]dbhas
gone on to another grade or failed before testing occurred" or "The

, process is 1engthy and frustrat1ng when the child does not make the\E\b\\
gram. The psycho]og1§t usually says 'ineligible' with no suggestions as
to what strategies snou1d be used in the regular classroom fron there on

,inf The teachar is not further ahead than when she made the referral
dnitia]iy:”"One teacher commented that teachers have quit referring

—students because "after rejections df wdrst kids I had this year I

' wouldn't Bother‘with rest of kids I nou1d have liked to refer." 4le see
this sitdatjon as blocking communicafion regarding instructional inter-
vent{ons andhretarding educational growth for students.

In 1979'a nationa1 sample of special aducatidn directors (Poland
) ' :ft al., in press) identified timeato coﬁp]ete the team process,
~-*  scheduling difficu]ties, paperEkk; and staff to implement the proc- ’
‘ess as problems facing team decision making. The concerns identified
by the director§ were reiteratad by this §amp1e of teachers. (ﬁyen that
. | 23% of the teachers exb(fssed concern about the length of time fron nefer-\
‘ ral to team decision making, that 40% df the teachers indicated %hat
paperwork, time,‘and scheduling were barriers to.referra1, and that nearly

half of the teachers cited the competence of the.contact person as a facil-

itator or inhibitor of referral, it is no surprise that 38% of the teachers

ERIC . I




.expressed their skepticisn about the payoff for the team decision-making

13

?

process Over one-third of the teachers saw little payoff (e.g., in- .

struct1ona1 ass1stance or consu]tat1on) for a process that they initiated.

5

Remedies are difficult to propose.

'Y

behavioral 1ntervent1ons to be attempted before evaluation 1s necessary.

Perhaps a model of 1nstnuctiona1

Teams must con51denAthat a planned change in the c1assroom may e11m1nate ;

the need for future assessment and decision mak1ng, but most 1mportant1y,

3

may benefit the student and concerned classroom teacher. Research must

be conducted on teams that emphas1ze 1nstruci1ona1/behav1ora1 interven-
t1ons-as opposed to immediate eva]uat1ons and "automat1c" pl8cements.

Decisions to fefer students for psychoeducational evaluation are

2

influenced by a number of institutional constraints and external pres-

‘sures. We have documented these. Perhaps surprising, at least tp us,

was the finding that a number 'of fnterpersona] factors have fhe greatest
(1967) finding,

influence on the process. Consisﬁentfwith Robbins et al.

intra-system factors (institutional constraints) rather than extra-

" system factors (external pressures) were most frequently mentioned

{

in one teacher's statement,

as affecting the gecision ta refer. Comparing two d{fferent years,
the consistency of the inﬁtitutione1 constraints between special edu-
cation directors and teachers suggests a strong need for reorganiza-
tion of %pe team decision-making process. The fee]ing that the process
operates largely as a referral-to-placement process in nhich teachers
refer if ehey aref?einforced for referring, and if tney have a hiﬁﬁw
regard for the compefenee of the recipient of thegeferra], is captured"
|

"Studepts are usua]]y\ 1aced'sinee teachers

)

recogni ze those-who do an]ify when the process isfcomp]ete." The im- ,

portant question is,

A}

/ 1. e ! T

"Are we really improving instruction for students?"

-

/
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